In recent years, there has been a trend among Vietnamese universities and colleges to shift from the academic year training system to a credit-based one. Despite the many positive sides the new system is supposed to bring about, students in reality are facing varied challenges due to inadequate preparation for the new learning mode, which requires students to take greater responsibility for their learning. This paper reports on the results of a study designed to help train first-year students of English to become independent learners so as to be successful in credit-based education. After the students had carried out the four activities introduced in the study, namely making study plans, going on field trips, exchanging letters with peers, and selfevaluating their progress over one semester, their performance was enhanced to various extents, depending on their commitment and capacity.
In Vietnam, the Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) encouraged universities to apply the credit system from the academic year 1993-1994; since then, there have been more and more universities using this system (Lam, 2006) . "Planning on the network of Vietnam's universities and colleges in the 2001-2010 period" proposed a gradual movement from the academic year system to the credit system (Prime Minister's Decision No. 47/2001 -QD-TTG, 2001 ). Most recently, this aim was reinforced with an emphasis on the quick expansion of credit system adoption among universities, colleges and vocational schools immediately from the academic year [2005] [2006] . The target was that by 2010, a majority of universities and colleges would have applied this form of training (Report on Educational Conditions, 2004) .
Definition of the Credit System
The credit system is a systematic way of administering an educational program by attaching credits to its components. An academic credit can be defined as "the unit by which an institution may measure its course work. The number of credit hours assigned to a course is usually defined by the number of hours per week in class" (National Center for Educational Statistics [USA] , 1968, as cited in Regel, 1992, p. 3) . A credit-based curriculum is defined as one that consists of core subjects and electives that constitute academic majors (Mason, Arnove, & Sutton, 2001 ).
Academic Year System vs. Credit System
The table below presents some basic distinguishing features between the academic year system and the credit system currently applied in Vietnamese higher education institutes. It should be noted that the total workload/program shown is the minimum average since the numbers may vary slightly according to the kind of college or university. 
Literature Review
The credit system is believed to be more advantageous than the academic year system in terms of learning effectiveness, flexibility/responsiveness, and cost effectiveness/management (Regel, 1992) . However, in the initial stage of its application in Vietnam, there remain many problems, as identified by Thai (2005) , including the improperly structured curriculums, limited time devoted to research for innovative teaching methodologies, insufficient feedback from learners and employers, inexperienced and under-trained course advisors, lack of guiding documents by MOET, limited resources and facilities, and students' unfamiliarity with the new learning mode.
In the field of English teaching and learning, efforts have been made to help students perform successfully in the credit-based system. For example, at Hue University of Foreign Languages, a learner-self management model has been adopted in order to improve students' English language skills (Pham 2009 (Pham , 2010 . Nonetheless, such attempts are still limited.
Rationale
While the limitations of a credit-based framework cannot be overcome overnight as they require the time, effort, and cooperation of different parties, individual teachers/lecturers can act to help their students become better prepared to meet the new, challenging learning requirements. In other words, the teacher can train students to take responsibility for their learning right from the beginning of their program at college. In addition, since in the credit system students are expected to perform numerous tasks outside class hours, they need to be independent and active in their learning. These facts prompted the author to conduct this study.
The Study

Participants
The research subjects included 48 first-year students training to be teachers of English for primary and lower secondary schools in one class at Thua Thien Hue College of Education, Hue City, Vietnam. Their course lasts three years. All of them had between 6 to 10 years of learning English from primary school or lower secondary school. They had different starting times for learning English, depending on the availability of English courses offered at the schools they attended. The majority of the students came from rural areas within Thua ThienHue Province or from the poor neighboring provinces. These students did not attend or pass the entrance exam to the university where four-year courses are offered to train them to be teachers of English for upper secondary schools. Their English scores in the entrance exam to college ranged from 4.0 to 8.0, which means some students might have passed the exam because their math and/or literature scores, not their English scores, were high. They all claimed that they had good intrinsic and/or extrinsic motivation to learn English. Outside the classroom, students mainly did grammar exercises, went to extra classes, or crammed for entrance exams to university or college. The main challenge they identified when learning English was the lack of effective learning methods.
Selection of Activities
The framework for the choice of the activities introduced in this study comprises the C-R-E-A-M strategies for learning suggested by Cottrell (2003) Cottrell (2003, p. 59) Since it was infeasible and ineffective to carry out a wide range of activities within the time constraints, only four activities were selected to introduce to students: study plans, field trips, letter exchanges, and self-evaluation. Explanations for the choice of these particular activities will be given in the sections below.
Activity 1: Study plans. This activity was designed to employ the E (Effective) C-R-E-A-M strategy for learning. To become effective learners, Cottrell (2003) suggests that students must know how to make good use of their time. In reality, failing to meet deadlines or unsuccessfully completing tasks due to poor time management are common problems among students. When the training mode is switched from the academic year system in which the teacher controls students' learning quite closely to the credit-based one in which at least onethird of the total time is allocated to self-study, it is crucial for students to manage their time effectively. Making study plans was believed to help students better arrange time to carry out their studies successfully.
Activity 2: Field trips. This activity was designed to use the A (Active) C-R-E-A-M strategy. To become active learners, students need to act. Field trips were included in the study because the researcher believed that "travel broadens the mind" and trains students to be active. In addition, from the researcher's observations, the routine of about two-thirds of first-year students was basically movement between school and home. Rarely did they take the initiative to go out to see what was happening in the outside world or what was available to them. Most of the time, they waited for the teachers to instruct them on what to do.
Activity 3: Letter exchanges. This activity was designed to employ the C (Creative) C-R-E-A-M strategy. To become effective learners, students should identify their learning strategies, which are classified by Oxford (1990) under six categories, namely memory, cognitive, compensation, metacognitive, affective, and social strategies. As a social strategy, exchanging letters with peers was seen as an effective way to improve English language skills, mainly writing skills, because students had to think and communicate their ideas to their partners in English. Furthermore, this activity involves cooperative learning, which plays an important role in students' successful performance, since in the credit system, students need to spend a considerable amount of time working with peers.
Activity 4: Self-evaluation: Monitoring skills development. This activity was designed to utilize the R (Reflective) C-R-E-A-M strategy. To become reflective learners, Cottrell (2003) lists five methods for developing reflection, which are keeping a learning journal, using self-evaluation sheets, keeping an updated profile or portfolio, making constructive use of feedback, and filling in progress sheets regularly. As most Vietnamese students are not familiar with reflection and therefore can find it hard to reflect without guidance, using self-evaluation sheets was chosen to facilitate students' reflection processes.
A letter from Cottrell's framework that seems to be missing from this list of activities is M, for Motivation. However, the four activities introduced in this study all work towards increasing students' motivation. For example, being motivated involves reflection upon what students want. Active learning and good organization strategies require motivation, and also help students stay motivated.
Delivery of Activities
The activities in this study were supplementary, designed and conducted to enhance students' performance when they first started academic life at college. The activities were not part of the curriculum. Students' participation was compulsory, but was not to be graded. The four activities were introduced to students during the first semester of Year 1.
In the first week, students were introduced to Activity 1: study plans. For each of the remaining weeks of the first semester, they were required to fill in the study plan (see Appendix A) with tasks, set by their teachers or themselves, which would need to be done during the week. At the end of each day, students had to reflect upon what they had done and decide whether they had successfully or unsuccessfully completed what they had planned to cover. If they failed to do an activity, they would need to give an explanation. They were asked to hand in their plans and feedback on the activity on a weekly basis.
Also in Week 1, students were introduced Activity 2: field trips. The first field trips suggested in this study were just short, easy-to-make ones to help students break their daily routines of staying within the four walls of either their rooms at home or classrooms at college. For example, a field trip could be a visit to bookstores to see what books were available for a particular skill, a visit to a newly opened supermarket just across the road from the campus to observe what was on sale there, or even more simply, a tour around the college to find the Vietnamese and English names of the rooms in the administrative building. Later on, destinations could include landmarks of the city such as the Citadel, the royal tombs, or pagodas. Students could take the trips at the time convenient to them. They were allowed to go on field trips by themselves, in pairs, or in groups. Before the tours, they had to make plans of where and when to go, and what they expected to see and do at the places. After the trips, they were asked to write reports and hand them in to the teacher.
In Week 5, students started to perform Activity 3: letter exchanges. To carry out the activity, each of the students was asked to choose one classmate as a language partner. Every day, they had to write one letter in English to their partners on topics of their own choice; the length of the letter was not stipulated. Then the students exchanged letters with their partners. They were also required to write one letter to their teacher every week, stating their feelings about the activity or any issue of concern to them. This activity lasted 10 weeks. Students received general feedback from the teacher every week and their questions and worries were dealt with as a class or individually.
Also in Week 5, students were asked to carry out Activity 4: self-evaluation, in which they had to fill in the evaluation sheet (see Appendix B). For the duration of 10 weeks, students were asked to reflect upon their English skills, identifying at least three areas they would like to improve and taking actions to improve them. They had to hand in the evaluation sheets, plus their feedback on the activity every three weeks.
Findings and Discussion
The following findings were based on students' ongoing feedback on each activity during the semester and responses to an open-ended questionnaire given at the end of the semester to gain students' comments and preferences on the activities introduced.
Activity 1: Study Plans
All of the students made study plans and handed them in to the teacher in charge on every Friday afternoon for the first five weeks. Nonetheless, in the following weeks, about 30% of the students failed to do so or handed in plans which were carelessly completed.
All of the students taking part in the study revealed that they had never made study plans before. For them, the new experience was useful not only for their studies, but in their daily lives. Forty-five out of forty-eight students believed that making study plans helped them have an overview of their weekly workload and plan tasks in advance. As a result, they were able to perform or complete their tasks better than in the past. One student claimed, "The activity helped me form good learning habits. With the proper allocation of time for different tasks, it was easier for me to carry out and keep track of my study activities." Another stated, "The activity trained me to make effective use of time and be stricter with myself." Another student confessed, "I did not make plans regularly, yet now that the end-of-semester exam is coming near, I am thinking about doing it because I believe it helps me prepare for the exam better."
However, one third of the students said they found making study plans a repetitive, timeconsuming task. They also complained that it was hard to complete the planned tasks. Toward the end of the semester, these students felt that the activity had become a burden. They explained that their lack of motivation and time prevented them from producing detailed, wellwritten plans.
From students' feedback, it can be seen that making study plans did help students to better manage their time and organize their studies. However, maintaining the habit, particularly when under time pressure, could be hard for certain students. In addition, there were students who were unaware that the ultimate aim of making study plans was to train them to be better at time management, not to produce perfectly looking but unrealistic plans. For the activity to be more attractive, students can keep a diary in which all personal, leisure and academic activities are included using not only words but also color codes and symbols.
Activity 2: Field Trips
Students completed the first three trips with excitement and no difficulty. In the first week, they visited bookstores in the city and made a list of the books available on one of the four language skills. For over two-thirds of the students who came from the countryside or the poor provinces, it was their first visit to such big bookstores, which really fascinated them. Even for urban students, the visit brought them interesting experiences. One student reported, "I had been to the bookstores so many times before but not until I made the list of reference books did I realize how many books there were. How surprising!"
Similarly, the visit to the new supermarket captured students' interest. For the majority of the students, it was an enjoyable leisure activity rather than a serious task set by the teacher and they made the visit voluntarily and eagerly. One group of students even went to all the four supermarkets in the city and made a comparison of what was on sale in each one.
The tour around the college was also useful to students, as one student commented, "Thanks to the exercise, we now have an orientation of the location of functional departments and know where to go to when we need to contact them."
The destinations students chose for their later trips were within walking or bicycle riding distances, such as the river banks, the city square, the famous bridge, markets, or pagodas within the city. Only three groups paid visits to free admission tourist attractions in a suburb just around 7 kilometers away from the city center. The reasons for their choices were the lack of transport means and inability to afford admission fees.
In general, the students' feedback on field trips was positive. Indeed, this was their most favorite activity of the four introduced. They found the field trips highly enjoyable and relaxing. At the same time, they claimed that going on field trips helped them become more active, more confident, and more motivated since they had opportunities to learn about or discover interesting things as well as to understand their classmates better. However, while all of the students could easily complete the list of reference books, description of the new supermarket, and names of the administrative rooms, over 70% of the students had to struggle with the reports from trips to the local landmarks. Only 13 students with strong competence in English could write relatively good reports (see Appendix C) and were happy with the post-field trip writing activity.
The teacher also encouraged students to share their reports by helping them set up an email account for the class and assisting them in creating an email account for themselves. However, only five students who had access to the Internet at home posted reports. The rest said they were not familiar with emails or could not afford the Internet cost outside the college, while the limited number of computers in the college library allowed students to access only certain websites.
Field trips are usually a very popular activity which most people enjoy. The ones introduced might sound boring to some people, but for freshmen, in particular those from disadvantaged backgrounds, the small trips were crucial in getting them out of their shells and building up their confidence. The field trips serve as a starting point for longer, more adventurous study tours that these students could take in the future.
Activity 3: Letter Exchanges
Writing five letters to a partner and one letter to the teacher in English per week was a real challenge for most students. In the first three weeks, students always complained about the heavy workload of letter writing. They reported that they had to spend too much time thinking about the topic and the content of each letter. Even when the teacher helped them brainstorm a list of topics which they could write about, they still had to struggle with expressing themselves in English. In the following weeks, while about half of the students managed to continue writing the requested number of letters seriously, the rest started to reduce the number of letters written each day or wrote short and simplistic ones. Samples of students' letters can be found in Appendix D.
Students had quite positive feedback in their evaluations. In general, they wrote that they enjoyed the activity very much. They mentioned that after 10 weeks, they could write more easily and quickly, had a wider vocabulary, were more confident with grammar and sentence structures, had improved skills in general, understood their partners better, and had more motivation to learn English. However, they also stated the difficulties in carrying out the activity. Lack of ideas, lack of partner cooperation, and demotivation when failing to express ideas in English were identified as the three biggest challenges they faced when writing letters to partners in English.
The students' feedback confirms the benefits of letter exchanges as a way for students to familiarize themselves with writing in English and have authentic communication in English.
The activity was supposed to provide them with opportunities to use English, to think in English, and to be exposed to English as much as possible. The primary aim was not for them to write perfect letters, but to develop fluency in writing. In addition, brainstorming writing topics with peers or using L1 words or phrases occasionally in the letters could facilitate the writing process. Students should also be serious about their writing so as to avoid wasting their own time and frustrating their partners.
Activity 4: Self-Evaluation: Monitoring Skills Development Students claimed that they needed to develop all of the four skills and therefore chose one skill to develop each time. When first completing the self-evaluation form, they all reported a very low or low level of confidence in the skill chosen and mentioned hardly anything about the aspects of the skill they had already demonstrated. The goal they set for themselves was generally improving their speaking, writing, reading, or listening skills without providing further details of the aspects, sub-skills or qualities they wanted to develop, even though the teacher had provided a demonstration. As a result, they were not able to notice the progress that they had made. Later on, with more careful guidance from the teacher, especially for weak students, the students gradually gained more confidence and managed to produce a more detailed evaluation (see Appendix E).
According to the students' feedback, they found the reflection activity useful because it helped them to become aware of their strengths and weaknesses and make some progress in their learning. However, they complained that it was hard to write specific goals without the teacher's guidance, that it took quite a while to notice progress, and most seriously, they felt demotivated when identifying too many weaknesses or when failing to make quick progress. In addition, the heavy workload they had each week prevented them from totally devoting their time to the activity.
For the students, who were used to a passive learning style in which everything had been instructed by the teacher, it was indeed a daunting task having to identify weaknesses and making action plans tailor-made for them to improve their skills. However, as practice makes perfect, with patience, effort, and support from the teacher and peers, students were able to overcome initial difficulties and make progress.
Implications
From the discussion of the findings, the following implications are made.
Firstly, different students might like different activities due to their different learning styles and levels of English proficiency. It is therefore impossible to expect all students to support a certain activity. Offering students choices seems to work best and helps students maintain motivation.
Secondly, for activities to be effective, teachers need to be aware of students' overall workload and know what amount of work average students can handle with success. Only by giving a manageable workload can students complete tasks well over long periods of time. In addition, it is suggested that these activities be introduced to students as early as possible in the program. However, great care needs to be taken so that students do not feel overwhelmed and therefore lose motivation.
Thirdly, understanding what benefits they will have in the long term when being engaged in certain activities makes students more motivated and ready to perform their tasks. Timely encouragement and feedback are also essential for having the desired outcomes.
Fourthly, modifications of activities for different contexts are recommended. Inclusion of or reference to technological services available such as email or blogs can accommodate the needs of students and increase their motivation.
Finally, consulting colleagues and experts in the field for suggestions and implementation of further activities is of great importance since these people are rich sources of ideas and experience and can offer useful advice or recommendations.
Conclusion
Although the activities in this study were introduced to first-year students at college with an aim to facilitate their transition from high school to college, they can be applicable to students of all ages and levels. Due to time constraints and the small size of the sample, generalizations cannot be made from the results of the study. However, the activities have great value in that they show the kinds of interventions teachers with limited resources can implement. These activities are indeed easy to carry out, which is crucial in contexts where resources are restricted, students' backgrounds are disadvantaged and teachers' workload is too heavy. 
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